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ABSTRACT : 

Disclosed is an Internet -based referral system that enables individuals and other 
business entities ("associates") to market products, in return for a commission, 
that are sold from a merchant's Web site. The system includes automated registration 
software that runs on the merchant's Web site to allow entities to register as 
associates. Following registration, the associate sets up a Web site (or other 
information dissemination system) to distribute hypertextual catalog documents that 
includes marketing information (product reviews, recommendations, etc.) about 
selected products of the merchant. In association with each such product, the 
catalog document includes a hypertextual "referral link" that allows a user 
("customer") to link to the merchant's site and purchase the product. When a 
customer selects a referral link, the customer's computer transmits unique IDs of 
the selected product and of the associate to the merchant's site, allowing the 
merchant to identify the product and the referring associate. If the customer 
subsequently purchases the product from the merchant's site, a commission is 
automatically credited to an account of the referring associate. The merchant site 
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also implements an el^^ronic shopping cart that allow^^ie customer to select 
j products from multiple different Web sites, and then perform a single "check out" 

from the merchant's site. 

42 Claims, 14 Drawing figures 
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DOCUMENT- IDENTIFIER: US 6029141 A 

TITLE: Internet -based customer referral system 



US Patent No. (1) : 
6029141 

Brief Summary Text (13) : 

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, the merchant site implements an 
automated associate enrollment process for allowing individuals and business 
entities to register as associates. The enrollment process is implemented in part by 
Web pages that are transmitted to the computer of the associate applicant, and by 
enrollment software that runs on the merchant site. During the enrollment process, 
the applicant is presented with an online business agreement (in the form of a Web 
page) that sets forth the terms and conditions of doing business with the merchant. 
In addition, the applicant is presented with an online form that requests various 
information, such as the name, payment address and e-mail address of the applicant 
and a description of the proposed associate Web site. In one implementation, the 
enrollment software includes text scanning code that automatically scans the 
completed form for pre- specif ied words and phrases (vulgarities, etc.) that may give 
rise to a rejection of the application, and flags the application for further 
(human) review when such a word or phrase is found. 

Detailed Description Text (41) : 

As will be appreciated by those skilled in the art, the use of the URL-embedded 
referral information to identify the associate allows the associate to be 
identified, and properly credited for the referral, with a high degree of 
reliability. For example, in contrast to conventional user tracking techniques, the 
present method allows the associate to be reliably identified even if the associate 
Web site 100 operates behind a firewall. In addition, the method provides a high 
degree of flexibility to the associate. For example, the associate can change to a 
different Internet service provider, and can use or switch between multiple catalog 
dissemination techniques (Web, e-mail, PUSH, etc.), without affecting the ability of 
the merchant Web site 106 to identify and credit the associate. Moreover, the 
associate can freely modify its product of ferings - -without the need for involvement 
by the merchant - -by simply updating product descriptions and corresponding referral 
links within the catalog. 

Detailed Description Text (85) : 

The merchant Web site also preferably includes report generation software (FIG. 1) 
that automatically generates and transmits associate feedback reports to respective 
associates, based on information stored by the merchant Web site. The software can 
be configured to generate the reports on a daily, weekly, monthly and/or annual 
basis. The information contained within these reports enables the associates to 
evaluate the effectiveness of their Web sites on a per-product basis. 
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DOCUMENT- IDENTIFIER: US 6029141 A 

TITLE: Internet-based customer referral system 



US Patent No. (1) : 
6029141 

Brief Summary Text (13) : 

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, the merchant site implements an 
automated associate enrollment process for allowing individuals and business 
entities to register as associates. The enrollment process is implemented in part by 
Web pages that are transmitted to the computer of the associate applicant, and by 
enrollment software that runs on the merchant site. During the enrollment process, 
the applicant is presented with an online business agreement (in the form of a Web 
page) that sets forth the terms and conditions of doing business with the merchant. 
In addition, the applicant is presented with an online form that requests various 
information, such as the name, payment address and e-mail address of the applicant 
and a description of the proposed associate Web site. In one implementation, the 
enrollment software includes text scanning code that automatically scans the 
completed form for pre-specif ied words and phrases (vulgarities, etc.) that may give 
rise to a rejection of the application, and flags the application for further 
(human) review when such a word or phrase is found. 

Brief Summary Text (17) : 

In one implementation, the various components are provided on the Web site of 
AMAZON . COM as part of the AMAZON . COM Associates Program. Through this program, an 
individual or business entity can register as an AMAZON.COM associate, and can then 
set up a Web site to market customized subsets of the books (typically in a 
particular area of expertise) available from the AMAZON.COM site. For example, a ■ 
computer company can set up a site (or add an area to an existing site) to recommend 
and sell selected books on computer programming languages, and a Cajun chef can set 
up a site to recommend and sell selected books on New Orleans style cooking. The 
associate is in turn paid a commission or other consideration based on the referrals 
that result in actual purchases. Because AMAZON . COM handles the various tasks 
associated with processing orders from customers (including shipping, collections, 
and customer service) # the associate need only be concerned with the administration 
of the associate Web site. 

Drawing Description Text (8) : 

FIG. 6 is a screen display illustrating an HTML catalog document of the associate ' s 
Web site. 

Drawing Description Text (9) : 

FIG. 7 is an HTML listing illustrating a preferred method for embedding a referral 
link within a catalog document of an associate ' s Web site. 

Detailed Description Text (25) : 

FIG. 1 illustrates the general architecture of a referral system that operates in 
accordance with the present invention. The system includes a customer computer 108, 
an associate Web site 100, and a merchant Web site 106, all of which are linked 
together by the Internet 104. The customer computer 108 may be any type of computing 
device that allows a user ("customer") to interactively browse Web sites via a Web 
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J browser 112. For example, the customer computer 108 may be a personal computer (PC) 

that runs the Windows NT operating system. 

Detailed Description Text (26) : 

The merchant Web site 106 is a site that provides various functionality for allowing 
customers to purchase products, including products selected from the Web sites of 
associates . Typically, this site will be operated by a business entity (referred to 
herein as the "merchant") that handles the various order processing, shipping, 
collections, and customer service tasks associated with the sale of goods. In an 
implementation described herein, the merchant Web site 106 is the site of 
AMAZON . COM . 

Detailed Description Text (27) : 

As described below, the site 106 includes enrollment software that implements an 
online registration process for allowing other entities (individuals, companies, 
etc.) to register as associates. An entity enrolling as an associate provides the 
merchant Web site 106 with a completed, online registration application that is 
processed by an enrollment software program ("SW") at the site 106. The enrollment 
software creates an entry in the associate database 160 according to the information 
provided by the enrolling associate. 

Detailed Description Text (28) : 

The associate's Web site 100 is the site of an entity that has registered with the 
merchant, via the online registration process, to market a subset of the merchant's 
goods in return for compensation (preferably a performance-based commission) . 
Typically, this site is owned and operated by an individual or business entity 
("associate") that is not in the same business as that of the merchant. For example, 
in the context of the AMAZON . COM Associates Program, the associate may be an 
individual that is in the business of rating mystery novels. 

Detailed Description Text (31) : 

In operation, the customer accesses the associate's Web site 100 using a standard 
Web browser 112, such as Microsoft's Internet Explorer or Netscape's Navigator, 
which uses the HTTP protocol to communicate with a Web server 116 of the associate's 
site 100. The Web server 116 accesses a local store of catalog documents 120 (in the 
form of HTML or "Web" documents) which can be requested, retrieved and viewed by the 
customer via the Web browser 112. These catalog documents 120 include information 
generated by the associate about the various products featured on the associate ' s 
Web site 100. Preferably, this information includes editorial descriptions, reviews, 
and/or recommendations of the products that assist customers in making informed 
purchasing decisions. 

Detailed Description Text (32) : 

The catalog documents 120 served by the associate's site 100 include special 
hyperlinks (to Web pages of the merchant Web site 106) for allowing consumers to 
select products for prospective purchase. Typically, one such hyperlink is provided 
for each product displayed on the associate's Web site 100. Alternatively, a 
hyperlink may be provided for a group of products. When a customer selects (e.g., 
clicks on) the hyperlink associated with a particular product, the customer is 
automatically connected to the merchant Web site 106, and presented with various 
options (included within Web pages 136 served from the merchant Web site 106) for 
allowing the customer to purchase the selected product from the merchant. The 
hyperlink thus serves as a referral mechanism for referring the customer to the 
merchant Web site 106 . 

Detailed Description Text (40) : 

In addition, although the system is described in the context of "the" associate ' s 
Web site, it should be recognized that a given associate can disseminate its catalog 
documents (using the single associate ID assigned during online registration) from 
multiple different sites, including sites that use different document formats and 
transfer protocols. Further, although the system is described herein in the context 
of a merchant that sells products, it will be recognized that the architecture can 
also be used to sell services, including online services that are provided over the 
Internet . 
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J Detailed Description Text (41) : 

As will be appreciated by those skilled in the art, the use of the URL- embedded 
referral information to identify the associate allows the associate to be 
identified, and properly credited for the referral, with a high degree of 
reliability. For example, in contrast to conventional user tracking techniques, the 
present method allows the associate to be reliably identified even if the associate 
Web site 100 operates behind a firewall. In addition, the method provides a high 
degree of flexibility to the associate. For example, the associate can change to a 
different Internet service provider, and can use or switch between multiple catalog 
dissemination techniques (Web, e-mail, PUSH, etc J, without affecting the ability of 
the merchant Web site 106 to identify and credit the associate. Moreover, the 
associate can freely modify its product of ferings- -without the need for involvement 
by the merchant- -by simply updating product descriptions and corresponding referral 
links within the catalog. 

Detailed Description Text (49) : 

As further illustrated in FIG. 2, the enrolling associate begins the enrollment 
function by selecting the proper hyperlink from the merchant Web page 13 6 containing 
online registration instructions. The merchant Web server 132 accesses a local store 
of HTML documents 136 and returns an online registration application document 208 
(also shown in FIGS. 3a-3c) to the enrolling associate's Web browser 204. The 
enrolling associate can then fill out the detailed online application form 208. 

Detailed Description Text (50) : 

Referring to FIGS. 3a-3c, a preferred embodiment of the online application form 208 
is shown. The application requests information about the enrolling associate, 
including the Web server to be used for the associate's Web site, the associate Web 
site's descriptive name, and the e-mail address of the enrolling associate. Many 
alternative formats to the online application form are possible and FIGS. 3a-3c are 
only representative of the types of information that may be requested. 

Detailed Description Text (54) : 

Next, the computer program 144 automatically formats and transmits an electronic 
mail message to the e-mail address of the approved associate. This electronic mail 
message provides detailed information about setting up an associate ' s Web site, 
including instructions on how to create HTML documents with referral links. These 
instructions specify a predefined format for embedding the store ID and unique 
product IDs with the HTML link structures. In addition, the e-mail message includes 
the unique store ID (generated by the enrollment software) , and includes 
instructions on obtaining unique product IDs. The associate can obtain the unique 
product IDs by browsing the merchant Web site 106. Alternatively, the unique product 
IDs may be obtained by the associate through a specific electronic mail request, or 
may be provided by the merchant Web site when the initial electronic mail response 
is sent. A preferred set of linking instructions that are sent to new associates is 
included as Appendix A. 

Detailed Description Text (56) : 

Upon receipt of the special linking instructions, the associate can begin to build 
the content (catalog documents) of the associate's Web site, including the 
descriptions of the products to be featured on the site. An associate can begin to 
refer customers to the merchant Web site 106 at anytime; however, no credit may be 
given to the associate for referred customers until the associate has included 
properly- formatted referral links within its product catalog. Additionally, referral 
credit may be withheld if the merchant has not yet authenticated and qualified the 
associate Web site for business. 

Detailed Description Text (58) : 

A preferred method for processing referral events will now be described with 
reference to FIGS. 5-7. Referring to FIG. 5, which depicts an example sequence of 
events, a customer accesses an associate ' s Web site 100 via the customer computer 
108. The customer computer 108 includes a conventional Web browser 112 which 
communicates with the associate ' s Web server 116 using the HTTP protocol . As 
depicted by events A and B, the Web server 116 accesses a local store of catalog 
documents 120 (Web pages) which can be requested, retrieved and viewed by the 
customer via the Web browser 112. As described above, these catalog documents 120 
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include information about the various products featured at the associate's Web site 
100. Preferably, this information includes editorial descriptions, reviews, and 
recommendations generated by the associate. 

Detailed Description Text (59) : 

FIG. 6 illustrates an example HTML catalog document (Web page) 120 in accordance 
with the present invention. The customer views the product catalog document 120 via 
the Web browser 112 in order to select a particular product (book) offered through 
the associate's Web site 100. In this example, the catalog document 120 comprises a 
graphic icon 600 that is a scaled-down replica of an actual book cover. The graphic 
icon 600 also functions as a hyperlink, allowing the customer to click on the icon 
with a mouse in order to link to the merchant Web site 106. The document 120 
includes the title 602 and author of the book 604, and includes an editorial 
description and recommendation of the book 606 from the associate. The catalog 
document 120 also contains another textual hyperlink 608, allowing the customer to 
link to the merchant Web site 106 and initiate referral transaction processing. 
Typically, the associate's product catalog (which may include multiple catalog 
pages) contains several referral links (with different product IDs) , each 
corresponding to a different product sold by the merchant. 

Detailed Description Text (62) : 

Once the customer has linked to the merchant Web site 106, the customer can use the 
navigational controls of the Web browser 112 to return to the associate ' s Web site 
100. In addition, the detail page and/or the shopping cart page may be provided with 
a hyperlink to allow the customer to return to the associate ' s Web site 100. Another 
alternative is for the associate Web site 100 to be created using an HTML frame 
format. The bottom frame can be designated as the target area frame for the 
merchant's Web site 106. The top frame can provide navigational controls for the 
customer to return to the associate ' s Web site 100 after selection of a particular 
product at the merchant's Web site 106. This allows the customer to maintain an 
associate's Web page frame while viewing and processing product purchases at the 
merchant's Web site 106. 

Detailed Description Text (68) : 

As discussed above, the present invention provides a system for maintaining a 
unified shopping cart that stores product information associated with product 
referrals from multiple Web sites, and keeps track of the sources (associates) of 
such referrals. One benefit of this feature is that it enables the customer to 
perform a single "check out" to purchase products from multiple Web sites. 
Additionally, this feature allows the merchant Web site 106 to accurately track and 
credit each associate, on a per-product-sale basis, that has referred a customer. 
For example, if, upon "check-out" from the merchant Web site 106, the customer has 
three books listed in the shopping cart, each of which resulted from a referral from 
a different associate Web site, each associate will be credited for its respective 
referral. While the shopping cart feature is particularly useful in the context of 
the disclosed referral system, the feature can also be applied to other types of 
Internet shopping systems that support shopping from multiple Web sites, including 
systems that use remote "agents" to monitor Web sites based on pre-specif ied 
selections of the customer. 

Detailed Description Text (69) : 

The data structures and processing steps that implement the shopping cart will now 
be described with further reference to FIG. 5. As indicated above, the shopping cart 
maintains a customer-specific record of the products that have been selected by the 
customer, including the identities of any associate Web sites that acted as referral 
sources with respect to such products. Preferably, the computer program 144 
maintains this information in a data structure that is stored on the Web site 106 
for an extended period of time (such as one week) since the last access to the 
shopping cart by the user. This allows the customer to discontinue and later resume 
a shopping session without loss of the shopping cart data. 

Detailed Description Text (78) : 

The URL (shown at the top of FIG. 8) comprises the unique customer ID 800 (obtained 

from the customer's cookie or URL information), the product ID 802 (shown as the 

ISBN of the Terrain Skiing book), the store ID 804 (shown as the "skinet" Web site) , 
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* and the associate commission ID 806 (the letter "A"). Once the customer has reviewed 

the product detail page 13 6, the customer can select the "Add it to your Shopping 
Cart" hyperlink 808. When the customer clicks on this hyperlink 808, the merchant 
Web server 13 2 returns a dynamically-generated HTML document that displays the 
contents of the shopping cart. 

Detailed Description Text (80) : 

FIG. 10a represents another associate's Web site where the customer can view 
products featured with editorial comments. For purposes of this example, it may be 
assumed that the customer proceeded directly to this site (e.g., by selecting a 
"favorite places" URL) from the shopping cart page of FIG. 9. If the customer 
selects the hyperlink 1000, the merchant Web server returns the product detail page 
for the "Cooking with Daniel Boulud" book, as illustrated in FIG. 10b. The customer 
may then add this book to the shopping cart by selecting the "Add it to your 
Shopping Cart" hyperlink 1002, and the customer will then be brought to the shopping 
cart Web page illustrated in FIG. 10c. The shopping cart now has product selection 
items corresponding to the two books selected by the customer during the shopping 
session, and each of these product selection items is stored in the shopping cart 
database to uniquely identify the respective associate that made the referral. When 
the customer selects the "Proceed to Checkout" hyperlink 1004 on the shopping cart 
Web page, the merchant Web site returns a form document (not shown) that allows the 
customer to specify payment information, shipping information, and other information 
needed to process the order. 

Detailed Description Text (81) : 

As illustrated by the above example, one customer shopping cart can have line items 
(corresponding to book selections) from many different associate Web sites. In 
addition, the shopping cart can include line items of books that have been selected 
directly from the merchant. As described above, because the shopping cart keeps 
track of each referral, the referring associates can efficiently be credited for 
their respective referrals upon order submission, without the need for the customer 
to perform multiple "check-outs." 

CLAIMS : 

7. A method of selling items with the assistance of associates, the method 
comprising : 

providing a Web site system that includes a browsable catalog of items and provides 
services for allowing customers to electronically purchase the items; 

providing a database which contains information about a plurality of associates that 
select and recommend items from the catalog within respective areas of expertise, at 
least some of the associates operating associate Web sites that include 
item-specific links to the Web site system; 

receiving from a computer of a customer a request message which contains an 
associate identifier and an item identifier and extracting the associate and item 
identifiers from the message, the request message generated in response to selection 
by the customer of a link of an associate Web site, the link provided in conjunction 
with a recommendation of the item by an associate; 

transmitting to the customer's computer a Web page which corresponds to the item 
identifier extracted from the request message; 

transacting a sale of the item and/or other items of the catalog with the customer 
through the Web site system; 

using the associate identifier extracted from the request message and the database 
to identify the associate; and 

compensating the associate for the sale. 

14. A method of facilitating electronic purchases of items, comprising: 
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providing a Web site system that includes a browsable catalog of items and provides 
services for allowing customers to electronically purchase items from the catalog; 

providing a system for allowing associates to operate associate Web sites that 
display selected items of the catalog and refer customers to the Web site system in 
exchange for compensation; 

tracking a customer's selections of a plurality of items of the catalog from 
multiple different associate Web sites, wherein different items of the plurality are 
selected by the customer from different associate Web sites; 

maintaining a record of the plurality of items selected by the customer within a 
shopping cart data structure within a computer memory of the Web site system; 

with the Web site system, transacting a sale of the plurality of items recorded 
within the shopping cart data structure to the customer; and 

in response to the sale, determining, for each of the associate Web sites from which 
the items were selected, compensation for a corresponding associate. 

15. The method of claim 14, wherein maintaining a record of the plurality of items 
comprises storing within the shopping cart data structure identifiers that 
correspond to the associate Web sites from which the respective items were selected. 

16. The method of claim 14, further comprising the computer- implemented steps of: 

generating a report that contains information about customer referrals produced by 
an associate Web ; and 

transmitting the report to a corresponding associate. 

17. A method of selling items from a catalog of items with the assistance of 
associates, the catalog accessible to users of a merchant Web site system which 
provides services for allowing users to electronically purchase items from the 
catalog, the method comprising: 

enrolling a plurality of associates using an online registration system; 

initiating electronic transfers to the associates of instructions for creating Web 
pages with links that are formatted to enable referrals of customers from Web sites 
of the associates to the merchant Web site to be tracked; 

tracking referrals of customers from the Web sites of the associates to the merchant 
Web site system; and 

determining compensation for the associates for the referrals of customers that 
result in purchases of items from the catalog. 

19. The method of claim 17, wherein enrolling a plurality of associates comprises 
providing electronic access to a document which contains terms and conditions for 
operating an associate Web site. 

23 . A method of operating a virtual store to sell items in association with a 
merchant that operates a merchant Web site, the method comprising: 

providing an associate Web site which is separate from the merchant Web site; 

selecting from an electronic catalog of the merchant Web site a subset of items of 
the catalog to display within the associate Web site, the subset including at least 
one item; 

for each item of the subset, incorporating into the associate Web site (a) a 
description and/or graphical representation of the item, and (b) a link which 
permits a user of the associate Web site to access the merchant Web site to purchase 
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* the item, the link formatted such that selection of the link by the user causes a 

computer of the user to generate a request message which includes an item identifier 
and an associate identifier; and 

receiving compensation for at least one referral of a user to the merchant Web site 
that results in a sale, the referral resulting from selection of the link. 

24. The method of claim 23, further comprising generating an editorial description 
of at least one of the items of the subset, and incorporating the editorial 
description into the associate Web site. 

25. The method of claim 23, wherein selecting from the electronic catalog comprises 
selecting a plurality of books which fall within a subject-based category to which 
the associate Web site pertains. 

26. The method of claim 23, further comprising displaying a business name and/or 
logo of the merchant within the associate Web site to indicate an affiliation with 
the merchant . 

27. The method of claim 23, further comprising incorporating into the associate Web 
site a link which corresponds to a group of products of the electronic catalog. 

28. The method of claim 23, further comprising receiving an electronic report which 
contains data about customer referrals and resulting purchases produced by the 
associate Web site. 

36. A computer- implemented system which implements a program in which associates of 
a merchant electronically refer customers to a Web site of the merchant, the system 
comprising : 

an associate registration system which implements an electronic application process 
to at least partially automate enrollment of associates, the associate registration 
system providing associates electronic access to instructions for forming Web pages 
with links that are formatted to permit tracking of customer referrals to the Web 
site ; 

a referral processing system which tracks referrals of customers to the Web site 
from associates using associate identifiers contained within request messages, the 
request messages generated by customer computers in response to selection of links 
provided by the associates according to the instructions; and 

a compensation system which determines and maintains records of compensation for the 
respective associates for the customer referrals that result in purchases of items 
from a catalog of the Web site. 
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CCXXXIII, No. Ill, p. B9, Jun. 9, 1999. / 

ART-UNIT: 3625 / 

PR I MARY -EXAMINER: Rosen; Nicholas David / 

ABSTRACT : / 

An online Gift Registry Service provides registration of information for a gift 
registrant and allows access to the regist/y by potential gift giver users. In 
addition, users can tag items of interest/ at participating Service Provider (SP) 
sites and the SP sites will register these items with the Gift Registry Service on 
the user's behalf. It further provides/ a streamlined checkout process for purchasing 
these gift items with the registered i/SP sites (e.g. World Wide Web sites) over a 
distributed public network. Users ana Service Providers (SP) initially register with 
the Gift Registry Service and are/provided additional functionality. For users, a 
reminder service is provided to /fotify individuals automatically upon the trigger of 
certain events, such as important dates or product sales from online merchants. In 
addition, there are various occasion planning services available such as 
distribution lists, discussion groups, and other related resources for multiple 
events including weddings , /baby showers, etc. These other resources include sending 
out announcements, reserving halls, and contracting services of related businesses 
for the occasion. A distinct advantage of this system is that users can perform all 
the planning for the event online in the comfort of their home or office. Service 
Providers on the othe'r hand, can register system notification messages to be 
triggered on pre -determined events. In addition, Service Providers can obtain 
marketing informat/on to tailor their products and services. 

19 Claims, 44 Q/awing figures 
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PRIMARY-EXAMINER: Khatri; Anil 

ATTY-AGENT-FIRM: Oppenheimer Wolff & Donnelly, LLP Nac^erf ; Rambed 
ABSTRACT : 

A system, method and article of manufacture ar^e provided for collaborative 
installation management in a network-based ^ gupply chain environmen t . According to an 
embodiment of the invention, telephone caVls, data and other multimedia information 
are routed through a network system whion includes transfer of information across 
the internet utilizing telephony routing information and internet protocol address 
information. The system includes integrated Internet Protocol (IP) telephony 
services allowing a user of a web application to communicate in an audio fashion 
in-band without having to pick up/another telephone. Users can click a button and go 
to a call center through the network using IP telephony. The system invokes an IP 
telephony session simultaneously with the data session, and uses an active directory 
lookup whenever a user uses t^ie system. Users include service providers and 
manufacturers utilizing theynetwork-based supply chain environment. 



18 Claims, 13 0 Drawing figures 
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ABSTRACT : X 

A system and method for designing and operating an electronic store (1) permit a 
merchant to organize and advertise descriptions of proauct inventory over the 
Internet , (2) permit Web page information to be extracted on-demand from a product 
inventory database, and (3) permit Web pages to be automatically customized to fit 
shopping behaviors of individual consumers. A graphical store design user interface 
of a Web browser displays a hierarchical representation of products and, product 
groups of an electronic store. A user manipulates icons of the Web browser store 
design user interface to cause a Web serve/ to modify relationships between products 
and product groups stored in a product information database. A store designer 
creates HTML template files, embeds database and customize references within the 
template files, and assigns template files to groups or products of the electronic 
store. / 

The Web server receives requests /ro access Web pages from consumers using standard 
Web browsers. The Web server oaens a template file related to the requested Web 
page, creates hyperlinks and ocher information content by executing database 
references embedded within tbfe template file, and merges the hyperlinks and content 
with the template file to g/nerate an HTML Web page to send to the Web browser. The 
Web server automatically creates additional hyperlinks to any Web pages or products 
preferred by the consumer/by executing customize instructions associated with 
customize references in/a template file. To determine whether any products or Web 
pages are preferred by/a consumer, the Web server examines a traffic analysis 
database and extracts/ the consumer's history of accesses to Web pages and orders of 
products. For each w4b page the consumer has accessed, the Web server uses preferred 
page rules to determine whether the page was accessed with sufficient frequency to 
generate a hyper^rik to the page. For each product the consumer ordered, the Web 
server uses prej^erred product rules to determine whether the product was ordered 
with sufficient frequency to generate a hyperlink to a page offering the product. 
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ABSTRACT : 

The present invention is a method and apparatus that allows competing as well as 
complementing suppliers, ve ndors f service providers, purveyors, and other types of 
sellers internal'^Tnventory management as well as controlled design and publication 
of presentations for external near real-time interactive access to buyer-centered 
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Distributed Sales and Inventory Control structure with Processing and Communications 
Resource Saver, and further provides a Reservation, Access, and Verification System 
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